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	1. Wish You Were Here

**Author's Note:** As stated in the description, this story uses RWBY V3C12 Redux as a base. You should really read that to get some idea of what's going on. The fics _Rekindling_, _Still Running_, and _Nothing But Each Other_ tell the story of what happened between RWBY V3C12 Redux and the start of this story, but if shipping's not your cup of tea, they're not entirely necessary. This story will be action-focused but the ships will still sail.

* * *

><p>Chapter 1<p>

It had only been four days since Beacon fell but in that time much had changed. Outside, a previously peaceful world was in chaos. At the Xiao-Long house on Patch there was newfound hope. Ruby had regained consciousness and was already back to living her life, forever changed though it was. Yang had gone from feeling completely hopeless after the loss of her arm to developing a resurgent confidence with the help of a brand new state-of-the-art prosthetic arm and Pyrrha's encouragement. Pyrrha could still not shake the feeling that everything was her fault but with Yang's help she had at least come to terms with the situation.

Taiyang returned home late. He usually cooked fresh meals but tonight dinner would be store-bought, a major step down from his stellar cooking. Still, it was something of an occasion. It was the first time Yang was taking dinner outside her room with everyone else. Previously she had been too depressed by her loss and embarrassed by her clumsiness, but with her new prosthetic she could put that behind her. Just before everyone sat down to eat, Ruby and Qrow returned from Signal where they had spent the day.

"We're home!" Ruby exclaimed.

"We come bearing gifts." Qrow added.

Taiyang, Yang and Pyrrha met the pair in the main room. Ruby reached into the box she had been carrying. "Behold, Ember Celica 2.0." She announced. She picked up the weapon and handed it to Yang. It looked and felt just like the original, but this one had attachment points for mounting it to her prosthetic.

"Wow, you work quick." Yang said. She slid the weapon into position and with a little twist it clicked into place. It would require a few screws to hold for combat situations.

"Well, it is just one of your originals with some slight modifications." Ruby admitted. "It should operate the same way."

"Thanks, I really appreciate this." Yang said. She stepped forward and wrapped Ruby in a crushing embrace. Ruby squirmed in an attempt to escape but with her prosthetic Yang's hugs were even tighter. "This'll go a long way to making things feel normal."

"Don't mention it." Ruby gasped, struggling to breathe. Finally Yang released her and she struggled to catch her breath.

"I got you something too." Qrow said. He handed Yang a box. Yang opened it and inside were several dust crystals. "You're going to need to change the crystal in your arm every once in awhile, so I cut some crystals for you. You're not going to find them in stores."

"Thanks Uncle Qrow, I didn't even think about that." Yang said.

"I'm working on another surprise but I didn't get it finished in time." Ruby said. Whatever it was she was clearly excited about it. "I'll have to go back to Signal tomorrow to wrap it up."

"Oh, sorry kiddo, I can't." Qrow said. "I have some business to attend to in Vale."

"That's okay, I guess it can wait." Ruby sighed.

"I can go with you." Taiyang offered. "I'm sure Pyrrha and Yang will be fine on their own and I don't have any plans."

"Really?" Ruby said. "Awesome!" She literally jumped for joy.

"It's really good to see you all happy like this." Taiyang said. "I wasn't sure I ever would."

"You think they're happy now?" Qrow laughed. "Wait until tomorrow. I'm working on a surprise of my own." Taiyang narrowed his eyes at Qrow. He knew he should be suspicious whenever Qrow said something cryptic like that. Qrow noticed the look but gave nothing away.

"Well, it sounds like it'll be a big day." Taiyang finally said, still eying Qrow. "But for now it's time to eat."

* * *

><p>The following day started much as the previous one had. Yang and Pyrrha spent their time working out. Their early morning jog covered more distance and they spent more time sparring. After that Pyrrha did some general exercising while Yang tried out Ember Celica in conjunction with her prosthetic. It felt strange and she would probably have to make some tweaks, but she would get used to it. Everyone else was off somewhere else. Taiyang and Ruby were at Signal and Qrow had his mysterious trip to Vale.<p>

Taiyang and Ruby returned a little after midday, just after Yang and Pyrrha had finished eating lunch. Ruby entered the house carrying a large, flat, roughly square box while Taiyang carried a box that was just as large and unwieldy but elongated in shape. Both had bows wrapped around them, clearly the surprise Ruby had promised.

"What did you get me today?" Yang asked.

"Sorry, they're not for you." Ruby replied. "They're actually for Pyrrha."

"For me?" Pyrrha gasped. "I don't know what to say."

"Just open them." Ruby said. Pyrrha sat down on the couch and Ruby placed her box on the coffee table in front of her. It was bigger than the table. Taiyang leaned his box against the side of the couch. Pyrrha undid the ribbon on Ruby's box and opened the top. Inside was a shield. It looked like her shield but was larger. "Open the other one too!" Ruby exclaimed before Pyrrha could react.

Pyrrha opened the end of the long box and reached inside. She pulled out what looked to be a copy of her recently destroyed weapon. "You made these for me?" She asked. Ruby nodded. "I can't thank you enough. It's really too much. I should have been the one to construct it."

"With all you've done to help me and Yang I wanted to give you a gift." Ruby explained. "At first I was just going to reconstruct your weapon and smooth the dents out of your shield, but I ended up totally redesigning both."

Pyrrha held her new weapon aloft and switched it from its spear form to sword, to rifle and back. It worked just the way she remembered but it felt lighter for some reason. The balance was a little different too. It also appeared to be bored for a larger caliber. "This isn't exactly like the original design." Pyrrha said. "But I like it."

"I'm glad you like the improvements I made." Ruby said. "Qrow brought me what was left of the original. The metal in it wasn't the best quality and the balance was a little off, so I corrected that in the new one. With you shield I used the same lighter alloy so it could be bigger without being heavier. They should still both work with your semblance too."

"I knew Milo and Akouo weren't perfect." Pyrrha said. "I worked with what I had in Mistral. Once they were good enough I just worked on improving my technique to make up for the deficiencies."

"Now you'll be even stronger." Yang said. "Ruby should really make everyone's weapons. She's incredible."

"Incredible doesn't begin to describe this." Pyrrha said. "How can I ever repay you?"

"As good a friend as you've been, you already have." Ruby replied.

"Looks like we can get into some real training now." Yang said. "Things are getting interesting." They were about to get far more interesting than expected.

* * *

><p>The trees around the Xiao-Long house were pockmarked with holes and gouges. There were no better target dummies available. Using her full strength, Yang could easily turn the hardiest tree into splinters, but holding back a bit she could test her weapons and practice her technique without obliterating the target. Left-right-left-right, she repeatedly blasted a tree with punch after punch as Ruby watched. Ruby had some ideas on how to improve Ember Celica and watching Yang use her weapons up close was the best way to refine the concepts. Yang also needed to get used to using Ember Celica in conjunction with her prosthetic.<p>

"Phoenix Wing." Yang said after a few punches.

"What?" Ruby asked.

"I think I've got a name for my arm." Yang replied. "Phoenix Wing."

"That's a cool name." Ruby said.

"I need to come up with names for my new weapons." Pyrrha said. She threw her spear at a tree with a target cut into it. It hit dead center. She retrieved her spear using her semblance and threw it again. Another perfect throw. If Ruby's balance changes required adjustment to Pyrrha's technique, she already had it down.

"Why not just call them Milo and Akouo?" Ruby asked. "They're pretty much the same."

"They look the same but they're not." Pyrrha said. "You know that, you made them. They're just a little bit better in every way but it makes them feel like totally new weapons." She swung her spear around as it converted to its rifle form. "Pull." She said. Taiyang rapidly tossed a trio of metal targets into the air. Really they were just soup can lids with circles drawn on them. Crack-crack-crack! Then a split-second later. Ping-ping-ping! The targets landed and Pyrrha collected them with her semblance. Each had perfectly centered bullet hole. "I wish the recoil was a little gentler."

"I can rechamber it for a smaller caliber." Ruby offered.

"No, the stopping power will be important." Pyrrha said. "I'll just have to get used to it." She slipped her weapon onto her back and stood with her shield in front of her. "Ruby, hit me." Ruby unfolded Crescent Rose, slamming the blade into the ground in Pyrrha's direction. Pyrrha crouched behind her shield as Ruby fired a series of shots. With slight adjustments Pyrrha blocked the shots with the center of the shield. "Aegis." Pyrrha said. "I'll call the shield Aegis. It means protection."

"That's a solid name." Yang said. "What about the blade?"

Pyrrha thought for a moment and frowned. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Ruber Mors." She said.

"That doesn't sound like a name you'd use." Ruby said. "It does sound familiar though. What does it mean?"

"Red Death." Pyrrha replied.

"Wait a minute, Jaune's sword was Crocea Mors." Yang said.

"Yellow Death." Pyrrha confirmed. "I think it's a fitting tribute."

"His death wasn't your fault." Yang said.

"Maybe it was and maybe it wasn't." Pyrrha sighed. "He was my teammate and my friend. Every enemy I vanquish will honor his memory."

Yang walked over to Pyrrha and put her hand on Pyrrha's shoulder. "Are you sure about this?" Yang asked. "You don't need to bring up bad memories whenever you look at your weapon."

"It's fine." Pyrrha assured her. "Whatever the names, whenever I pick up my weapons I'll remember everything that happened."

"I feel like I have to say this way too much." Yang said. "You need to stop blaming yourself for what happened at Beacon." Yang looked her in the eyes. "I'm worried about you."

"I've come to terms with it." Pyrrha said. "And I know what I have to do next."

"What's that?" Yang asked.

"I need to become the hero I wasn't able to be then." Pyrrha replied. "I might have to work at it for the rest of my life, but it's what I need to do."

"I'll be right there with you, every step of the way." Yang promised.

"Me too." Ruby added.

"Don't forget us!" Nora exclaimed.

"Nora?" Pyrrha gasped as she spun around to look. Sure enough there was Nora, along with Ren, Weiss and Blake. Qrow stood a little behind them. "I'm so happy to see all of you!" Nora ran up and hugged Pyrrha, almost knocking her over in the process.

"It's good to see you too." Ren said. He held out his hand and Pyrrha shook it, despite still being trapped in Nora's embrace.

"I told you I'd find them." Qrow said. "Some were easier to track down than others."

Weiss and Blake approached slowly. Ruby lunged forward and hugged Weiss. "I'm so happy you're back!" She yelled.

"Let go of my you dolt!" Weiss protested. She managed to pry Ruby off. "It is nice to be here though."

"Yang I'm sorry...I'm...so sorry." Blake sobbed. She hugged Yang.

Yang draped an arm over Blake's back but there was no enthusiasm. "Yeah, good to have you back." She said. Blake could not see but Yang's eyes flashed red for a moment before fading to their usual violet.

Taiyang pulled Qrow away. It would give the kids the chance to catch up and in any case he and Qrow needed to talk. "What are you doing Qrow?" Taiyang demanded.

"I'm reuniting the teams." Qrow replied. "You want your daughters to be happy. I thought bringing their friends here might help with that."

"You could have left them where they were and had the girls go to them." Taiyang said.

"That wasn't really an option." Qrow said. "They're all homeless right now. Weiss is running from her father, Blake is just running, and for Ren and Nora Beacon was the only home they had."

"So take them to Signal." Taiyang said. "It's closed because of the crisis so it's almost empty."

"Do you really want me to stick them in a big empty dorm?" Qrow asked. "They'll be happier here."

"You keep saying this is about happiness." Taiyang said. "Yang and Ruby's happiness, their friends' happiness, but I don't believe you. You have something else in mind. What is it?"

"I don't care if you believe me or not." Qrow said. "I'm doing what's best for everyone."

"Which everyone are you talking about?" Taiyang asked. "Them, or you and your cabal."

"It doesn't matter." Qrow deflected the question. "They want to be here."

"We don't have the beds." Taiyang protested.

"There are air mattresses in the closet." Qrow said. "The house has plenty of floor space." He took a sip from his flask. "Why did you become a Huntsman?"

"I don't see how that's relevant." Taiyang said.

"Humor me." Qrow said.

"I wanted to help people." Taiyang said. "I assume that's why most people do it."

"Well, here's your chance to help some people." Qrow said. "They're kids and they need a home. They need each other."

"Fine." Taiyang relented. "I still think you're up to something, and I swear, if you put my daughters in danger again I will kill you with my bare hands."

"Don't worry about the girls." Qrow said. "You know I'd never put them at risk."

"So why is my daughter missing an arm?" Taiyang hissed.

"Because Jimmy decided she needed to be put under house arrest and I was ordered to Vale." Qrow said. "I can't be everywhere at once. If they're all here, you can keep an eye on them. Isn't that what you want? To have your girls at home, safe with you?"

Taiyang narrowed his eyes at Qrow. "This isn't over." Taiyang said.

"You're right." Qrow said. "It isn't."

* * *

><p>For the most part it had been a joyous reunion. Pyrrha was thrilled to be reunited with what remained of her team. Ruby was ecstatic to see her friends again. She did not even care why Blake had left, just that she was back. Then there was Yang. She had given the warmest of welcomes to Weiss, Ren and Nora but did her best to ignore Blake. She was obviously still angry.<p>

Blake and Weiss were set up in Ruby's room. Ruby volunteered to move to the couch and Pyrrha moved to an air mattress on the floor of Yang's room. Ren and Nora had air mattresses on the floor of a room previously used for storage. It was an acceptable arrangement for all involved and for most of them far better than what they would otherwise have. After dinner they retired to their rooms to sleep. It had been a big day and they were happy to get some rest.

Blake knew she would not be able to sleep. She felt guilty about what had happened to Yang, guilty about running away. She had expected Yang to be angry with her. Instead Yang hardly reacted to her at all. It was somehow worse. It was as if Yang had given up on her. Blake wished she had one of her books to read but as it was all she could do was sit there and think.

"What's wrong?" Weiss asked. She was just settling down to go to sleep.

"Nothing." Blake replied. "I'm just not tired."

"The bags under your eyes tell me you're lying." Weiss said. "Talk to me."

"It's Yang." Blake sighed. "I knew she wouldn't be thrilled to see me after what I did, but...I guess I wasn't expecting it to be this bad."

"I know what you mean." Weiss said. "She treated you like you didn't even exist."

"I deserve it." Blake said. "First she lost her arm because of me. Then I ran."

"I don't think she cares much about her arm." Weiss said. "I know that wasn't your fault. She knows it wasn't your fault. She's just angry because you left."

"I know." Blake said. "But what am I supposed to do about it?"

"Tell her why you ran." Weiss answered. "If she knows the reason I'm sure she'll understand. She still won't be happy but it's a start. I felt betrayed when you left but when you told me why I was able to accept it. I'm still annoyed, but hey, here we are."

"I guess it's worth a shot." Blake said. "I'll try to talk to her tomorrow."

"Go now." Weiss suggested. "You're not going to sleep if you keep worrying about it."

"Maybe you're right." Blake sighed. "I'll see if she's still awake."

* * *

><p>Pyrrha and Yang were chatting when Blake appeared in the doorway. "Hello Blake." Pyrrha said. "Is something the matter?"<p>

"Hey." Yang said emotionlessly. Pyrrha frowned at Yang's reaction. Seeing the formerly close friends this way hurt her too.

"I need to talk to Yang." Blake said. "In private."

"Of course." Pyrrha said. She got up and headed for the door.

"What if I don't want to talk to you?" Yang said. "What if I just want you to leave?"

"Yang, please." Pyrrha said. "At least hear her out. For me."

"Fine." Yang relented. Pyrrha left the room and closed the door behind her.

"What do you want?" Yang asked. Her face was contorted with anger and her eyes burned red. Her fists were clenched so tightly that the knuckles on her left hand were bleach-white.

"I want to apologize." Blake said.

"I'm sure you do." Yang hissed. "You're good for two things: apologizing and letting me down. The next time you run away, don't come back."

"I'm not going to run again." Blake said.

"That's what you said the last time." Yang said. "I'm sick of it."

"I had to run." Blake protested. "I couldn't put everyone in danger."

"What are you talking about?" Yang asked.

"I'm talking about Adam." Blake replied. "He said he was going to destroy everything I love. That started with you but he wasn't done. If I stayed he would have come back to finish you off. Then he would have gone after Ruby and Weiss too."

"If it's so dangerous, why are you even here?" Yang asked. "Or are you lying to me?"

"I'm here because...I'm not good at hiding." Blake sighed. "Weiss found me. Then Adam found and captured us. The only reason we're not dead is because Qrow showed up to save us. Weiss wouldn't let me leave after that."

"Why do you listen to Weiss but not me?" Yang asked.

"Because I...she...we talked after Qrow rescued us." Blake stammered. She was not quite ready to reveal the full extent of her relationship with Weiss.

"So you two finally admitted how you feel about each other." Yang said. "Good for you. It's about damn time." It may have been the most hostile congratulations Blake had ever experienced. "You've got her. Why do you care about what I think?"

"Because we were friends." Blake replied. "I don't want that to change. You might be the first person I ever really trusted after leaving the White Fang."

"If you're my friend, if you trusted me, you shouldn't have run." Yang said. "As far as I'm concerned, you're not my friend."

"I know." Blake said, tears rolling down her face. "I know I messed up, bad." She tried to compose herself but failed. "I know I don't deserve it, but could you ever forgive me?"

"I'll think about it." Yang conceded. "But it's going to be hard for me to trust you again."

"Thank you." Blake said. She wiped the tears from her face only for them to be immediately replaced by new ones. "I understand." She turned and walked to the door. She looked back but Yang had already turned away and was staring out the window.

Blake met Pyrrha in the hallway. "I'm sure Yang will come around." Pyrrha said, giving Blake a hug. "Just give her time."

"I hope you're right." Blake said. She returned to her room and lay down in her bed.

"How did it go?" Weiss asked.

"It could have been worse." Blake sighed. "I don't deserve her forgiveness, not after everything that's happened."

"If I forgave you, she can forgive you." Weiss said.

* * *

><p>"What did you say to her?" Pyrrha asked as she returned to Yang's room.<p>

On seeing Pyrrha, Yang's eyes returned to their usual violet. "What do you mean?" She asked.

"She was crying." Pyrrha said.

"I told her I might forgive her." Yang explained. "But I made it clear that I'm still angry with her and that I can't trust her right now."

"That's understandable, but...just give her a chance." Pyrrha said. "After what happened she's hurting, just like we are. When we're under stress like that, we do things we regret. I know…"

"She should have come to us, her friends." Yang said. "She promised that if something was wrong she would. I don't care how good her excuses are, she lied to us. It makes me wonder what else she's lied to us about."

"She probably blames herself for what happened to you." Pyrrha pointed out. "How could she go to you? You're a constant reminder of her failures."

"I know a little about constant reminders." Yang said. She held her prosthetic arm out toward Pyrrha. "I can't run away from mine."

"But you would if you could." Pyrrha said. "Maybe not now, but that first day. I was there to see how much you were suffering. If there was any running for me, I would have run too, but everything's in my head and I can't run from my memories."

"You've got a point." Yang admitted. "I'll give her a chance." Her eyes briefly flashed red again. "But this is the last time."

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note:<strong> I have a few chapters of this written but I'm not sure how long I'll go with this story. I'm just not enjoying writing it all that much. I also haven't figured out what happens in the middle, though I do have the end figured out. It might just come down to me doing a time-skip halfway through and skipping straight to the end. Or maybe it'll become more fun to write as my mood shifts and I'll end up with another epic like Volume 3 of RWBY-YYRN. I suppose only time will tell.


	2. Fearless

**Author's Note:** I'm on vacation until Monday night so it may take me extra time to respond to any comments.

* * *

><p>Chapter 2<p>

The following day effectively turned the Xiao-Long house into the new Beacon. Seven warriors focused on their training. The morning started with a long run through the forests around the house. Pyrrha and Yang had been doing that for two days already and were now joined by the rest. After that it was time for unarmed sparring and impromptu weight training. There were no proper weights to lift, but there were plenty of heavy objects in and around the house. Then came lunch. Taiyang put together a suitable meal, high in carbs and protein, that also happened to taste great. Cooking for the large group was a challenge, but one he had no serious difficulty with.

In the afternoon it was time for weapons practice. Yang and Pyrrha went back to abusing the local trees, today joined by Blake and Ruby. If they were not careful to restrain themselves, deforesting the area would soon become a real concern. Weiss focused on her glyphs and fenced an imaginary opponent. She tried to summon something to fight, but found it impossible without the stress of real combat. Ren set up an agility and shooting course for himself in the forest. He scattered small targets around then leapt from tree to tree shooting them. Nora went with brute force. The flora was clearly no match for her, so she set about reducing some rock outcrops to gravel with Magnhild.

It was not normal, but it was a routine the group could imagine becoming normal. Beacon was gone forever as far as they were concerned but they could live their lives. They all dreamed of becoming proper Huntsmen and Huntresses, and that could still happen even without professional guidance. Today Qrow stuck around and supervised. He made the occasional comment. "Nice form Ruby." "Bend your knees more Blake." "Nora, watch the shrapnel." Taiyang was there too but remained silent. He was still suspicious of Qrow's motives. A call he received on his scroll that afternoon only reinforced his concerns.

"I got an interesting call today." Taiyang said to Qrow.

"Yeah, what about?" Qrow asked. He took a sip from his flask.

"Apparently there have been a lot of Grimm sightings nearby." Taiyang replied. "Since last night as a matter of fact."

"Grimm wander around here all the time." Qrow said. "That's why you set up the alarms."

"Not this many." Taiyang replied. "Not since Ruby first woke up. Then it made sense. Yang was at her lowest point, Ruby was not much better, and who knows what was going through Pyrrha's head. It was all weighing on me pretty heavily too."

"What are you getting at?" Qrow asked. He took another sip, longer this time.

"We know Grimm are attracted to negative thoughts." Taiyang said. "Pain, fear, despair. It seems there's been a sudden spike since you brought four broken individuals to my house."

"I guess I underestimated how much of a difference they would make." Qrow shrugged. "I held off on bringing them until things were more settled with Yang, Ruby and Pyrrha. I guess I should have waited longer."

"Don't give me that crap Qrow, you knew exactly what you were doing." Taiyang accused. "Don't bother denying it. You went out this morning to clear the Grimm out. What are you up to?"

"I'm not up to anything." Qrow said. "I brought them here because it's the best thing for everyone, like I said yesterday. Their dark thoughts will clear up faster if they're among friends. Until then I'll deal with the Grimm. If you want, you can help out."

"You're a bad liar." Taiyang said. "For one, I can already tell you're building an army. Your assistance in their training tells me that. I can't imagine a sane purpose for that right now. The one thing I can't figure out is why you'd do that here. You could take them to Signal to train. It's much safer and the facilities are far better. They'd have real targets there. And don't give me crap about it being empty and lonely."

"I know you're being protective of your daughters." Qrow said. "You want them to lay down their weapons and be like normal kids their age. You want them to be safe at home with you. Well guess what? That's never going to happen. And that's not because of me or Ozpin or anyone other than them. They won't stop and there's nothing anyone can do about it. They're going to put themselves in harm's way. They're going to fight monsters. That's the choice they made. That's what makes them feel alive."

"It's too dangerous." Taiyang sighed. "I can't risk losing them too."

"You're right, it is dangerous." Qrow said. "It was dangerous when we were their age too but that didn't stop us. Do you think your parents could have stopped you? Of course not. All I'm doing is making sure they're ready. When the time comes, and it will come, and the danger is real, they need to be ready. Being ready goes beyond their skills. They need to be ready body and mind. If they're not, they won't last long. Not with the world the way it is now."

"I don't want you putting them in danger." Taiyang said.

"I already told you, if I don't they'll do it themselves." Qrow said. "If they're here where you and I can watch them, we can make sure they're not in too much danger. We can step in if things go wrong. If we try to stop them they'll just run away, and then who will protect them?"

"I will kill you if anything happens to them." Taiyang threatened. He was making that threat a lot lately. "That includes their friends too. They trust you. Don't abuse that trust the way Ozpin did."

"I'm not Ozpin." Qrow said. He drained what was left in his flask. "I won't watch passively while the world burns. I don't know why he did what he did, but I will not repeat the mistake."

* * *

><p>The doorbell rang. Since word had reached Atlas of Weiss' probable death at the hands of the White Fang, a steady stream of friends, family and business associates had been stopping at the Schnee estate to offer their condolences. No one else was around to answer the door, so Winter walked over. She took a deep breath, put on a brave face and opened the door. Instead of a mourner, it was a courier. "Package for Winter Schnee." The courier said.<p>

"That's me." Winter said.

"For your eyes only." The courier said. He handed her the package and rushed off before she could ask any questions.

Winter closed the door and looked around. There was no one nearby so she opened the package. Inside was a data disk. Whatever was on it was surely important so she immediately headed for her room. She loaded the disk into her computer and a video automatically started to play.

The video opened in a small window and it was initially difficult to make out what was happening. To further complicate things, there was no sound. Winter enlarged it and though it was a bit grainy, she could now easily tell what she was looking at. Weiss, bruised and bloody, was tied to a chair. Her teammate Blake was in similar condition and tied to a chair across from her. A man stepped into frame. He had horns on his head and wore a White Fang mask. All became clear.

The White Fang liked to film its torture sessions and executions, then send the videos to the families of the victims. It was another way to spread terror. Winter was watching video of her sister's death. She moved to turn it off but stopped herself. Something about the situation was wrong. First off, the White Fang didn't deliver videos via courier. That made them too easy to track. They generally preferred the tie it to a brick and throw it through a window method. Second, they would never want to limit the audience. The courier had indicated it was for Winter only. She forced herself to keep watching.

The man undid the binds around Blake's wrists and handed her a gun. Clearly he wanted her to execute her teammate. It was strange. The White Fang usually revelled in prolonged torture. There must have been something else going on but without sound it was impossible to tell. Blake and the man argued. The man stepped behind Weiss and pulled her head back by the hair, holding a knife to her face. More arguing. The man let go looking disappointed. Blake and Weiss leaned toward each other. Blake held the gun to her own head at an angle that would hit them both.

The door exploded off its hinges and a figure quickly flew in and out of frame. The man with Weiss and Blake looked up and drew his sword. He was about to execute the girls when a figure came rushing through the door and caught his blade with one of his own. Winter recognized the savior. It was Qrow! Qrow and the man from the White Fang fought briefly while Blake toppled her and Weiss' chairs to the floor to get out of the line of fire. The man from the White Fang fled. Qrow cut the binds that held Blake and Weiss in place. He retrieved their weapons and helped them up. There was a brief conversation. Weiss grabbed her scroll and smeared blood on it before tossing it on the ground. Then the trio departed.

The video cut to static before switching to a view of Qrow. There was sound now. "Sorry we made you think your sister was dead." Qrow said. As always, he was drunk. "She didn't want to be found and the best way to get her old man to stop looking was to make him think there was nothing to find. Don't worry about her, she's safe and with her friends. When things settle down a bit she'll be in touch. See you later Ice Queen." Qrow winked and the video ended.

"Qrow you son-of-a-bitch." Winter grumbled under her breath. "I don't know if I should kiss you or kill you. Maybe both."

* * *

><p>The following afternoon training went on as it had the day before. There were a few shifts of focus but the combatants mostly stuck to what they had been working on previously. There was no adult supervision this time as Taiyang and Qrow both had business to attend to and were away from the house. That did not make the training any less productive though, if anything the students were more motivated than the teachers.<p>

Everything came to a screeching halt as a deafening, high-pitched alarm sounded. "What's that?!" Pyrrha shouted over the din. The group all rushed together, unsure of what was happening.

"The Grimm alarm!" Yang replied. Ruby rushed to an electrical box on the side of the house and switched the alarm off. "That's the Grimm alarm." Yang continued. "My dad set up sensors around the forest to let us know if anything was getting close."

"Should we be worried?" Blake asked.

"It was probably just an animal." Ruby said. "We get a lot of false alarms."

Soon the group could hear the sound of rapidly approaching footfalls. "Maybe it's not a false alarm." Weiss said. She held Myrtenaster at the ready and faced the approaching noise.

Qrow came rushing out of the forest and headed straight for the group. As he reached them he fell to one knee. He was breathing heavily and appeared to be bleeding from his side. "We've got Grimm incoming." He warned. "Lots of them. I thinned them out a bit but there are too many for just me."

"You heard him!" Ruby said. "Get ready for a fight!" She turned her attention to her uncle. "Are you going to be alright?"

"I'll be fine kiddo." Qrow replied. "I just need a minute. And a drink." Ruby hesitated at his side while the others took up positions facing the direction from which he had come. "Don't worry about me! Get over there and fight!"

"Right." Ruby nodded. She charged off and joined the others.

* * *

><p>"You're a madman." Taiyang said.<p>

"You may be right." Qrow said.

"I will not have my yard become a warzone." Taiyang said.

"Where would you rather they fight?" Qrow asked. "I can lead them far away. Would that be better?"

"No, but…" Taiyang started.

"Trust me." Qrow said. "I'll make sure nothing happens to them. I'll even make sure your house doesn't get wrecked. I'll lure the Grimm in so they cluster up on the north side where there will be the most space between the treeline and the house. Then I'll thin them out a bit to make sure it's not too much. I come by playing injured, warn them, and they save the day. If things take a turn for the worse, you show up and pull their asses out of the fire."

"Is this really necessary?" Taiyang sighed.

"The last fight these kids have in their heads is a loss, and a catastrophic one at that." Qrow said. "It's eating them up inside. As long as that's the last fight they had, they'll never get better. They need something to boost morale, something to celebrate. Offing a few Grimm kills two birds with one stone."

Taiyang mumbled something about killing birds. "I'm staying nearby." He said. "I'm stepping in at the first sign of trouble."

"You do what you have to." Qrow shrugged. "Just remember, they need this and they need it to be their victory."

* * *

><p>Ruby took up a position in the center of the defensive line with Weiss on her left and Yang on her right. To the right of Yang were Blake and Pyrrha, to the left of Weiss were Ren and Nora. The seven formed a shallow arc across the field between the treeline and the house, enough distance between them to allow each room to fight. There was a dull rumble accompanied by the snapping of twigs, the rustling of foliage and the occasional roar. The Grimm were closing in. Ruby swung Crescent Rose around, the weapon unfolding as she did, and slammed the blade into the ground with the muzzle aimed at the forest. The others took their stances and waited.<p>

The first Grimm to emerge were Creeps. They were small and fast, easily able to navigate the dense foliage, but they were weak. There were dozens but they faced a firing line. Shots from Ruby's sniper rifle tore through multiple targets, Nora's grenade launcher blew clusters to pieces, sweeps from Ren's auto-pistols mowed them down and even at range Yang's shotguns were deadly. A few bodies flopped to the ground past the treeline but none made it out of the forest alive. The last few stragglers were easily picked off. It was only just the start. With their easily identifiable howls and roars echoing through the forest, the next Grimm to arrive were Beowolves. Some were felled by the defenders' bullets but they were stronger than the Creeps and almost just as numerous. The pack soon closed and it became a melee fight.

Ruby swung Crescent Rose back and launched herself forward. Her trailing blade sliced a Beowolf in two before she skidded to a stop and brought the weapon swinging around into another, bashing it in the midsection with the side of the shaft. She immediately fired. The blade slammed back and bisected the Grimm as the shot she fired blew the head off another.

Yang delivered an Ember Celica boosted punch from her Phoenix Wing to a Beowolf's chest. Her fist passed cleanly through it and burst out its back. She charged forward with the Beowolf's corpse still on her arm then stopped short. The corpse kept going and hit another Grimm, knocking it off its feet. Yang punched the downed beast's chin and the top of its head exploded in a spray of black and red. Another Beowolf slashed at her from the side. She caught its claws on Phoenix wing, spun around and punched it in the side of the head with her left, separating its head from its shoulders.

Blake lunged forward and ran a Beowolf through the chest with her blade. With a violent upward motion she ripped the weapon free as the dead monster dropped, almost split in half. Immediately another Beowolf swiped at her with its razor-sharp claws, but it got only her shadow. She pumped three bullets into it before lopping off its head with a spin. Another leapt at her but she dropped it with a single headshot before throwing her blade to hit a Beowolf that was attacking Yang squarely in the back.

Pyrrha thrust her spear up through a Beowolf's chin as it attacked her, the blade emerging from the top of its head. Another leapt at her but she lifted her shield and bashed it in the face. The Grimm staggered back, Pyrrha freed her spear from its fellow, then threw it. It penetrated the stunned Beowolf's chest, pushed it back, and impaled another behind it as well. With her semblance Pyrrha retrieved her weapon, only to throw it again, ending another beast.

Weiss did not wait for the Beowolves to come to her. She skated forward on her glyphs, running Myrtenaster through a pair of monsters. She leapt back as a third lunged at her then lanced a line of fire at it. The Beowolf burst into flames, squealing in agony as it flailed before falling dead. Ruby had missed one and Weiss was suddenly under attack from the flank. She drew a column of ice out of the ground that caught the attacker midair. With a strike the ice shattered and the Beowolf with it.

Ren ducked as a Beowolf slashed at his head. He hooked the beast under the chin with his blade and threw it at another that charged at him. The pair tumbled to the ground and Ren pounced, decapitating one with each of his weapons. Another attacked him from the side but Ren edged toward it, and caught it by the wrist. With one blade he severed its arm, then used his newly free hand to drag a blade across its throat.

Nora hit the first Beowolf squarely in the chest with her hammer. It exploded into a cloud of body parts. Keeping Magnhild in motion she slammed it down atop another's head, smashing it into the ground. Now using her hammer as a pivot she pole-vaulted into a kick that knocked one Beowolf into a pair of its fellows, taking them all to the ground. Nora converted her weapon to its grenade launcher form and blew the trio to smithereens. Then with Magnhild back as a hammer, she twirled around, obliterating Grimm as she made her way down the line in front of the other defenders.

By the time Nora reached the end of her path of destruction there were no Beowolves left standing. A few had survived and though broken and wounded on the ground they kept trying to attack. The defenders executed them with cold efficiency. Bullets were not to be wasted when a quick stab could do the job just as well.

"That wasn't so bad." Weiss said. She was a little out of breath but the day's earlier workouts had been more taxing.

"How do you not hear that?" Blake asked.

"Hear what?" Pyrrha asked.

"This isn't over." Blake warned. Soon they could all hear it, stomping, growing louder with every hit. Something big was coming. Maybe more than one something.


	3. Coming Back To Life

Chapter 3

The pounding, rumbling sound got louder. It was accompanied by the thunder of falling trees. Finally the group could see what they were up against. Ursai, and Majors at that. Four of them. They were huge and covered in white armored plates. One would be a tough fight. With four it was going to be a real battle.

"Pyrrha, can you take one on you own?" Ruby asked.

"I can try." Pyrrha said.

"Good." Ruby said. "Everyone take one with your teammate." She turned to her left. "Ready Weiss?"

"I'm always ready." Weiss said.

"We've got this!" Nora exclaimed. Ren nodded.

"Yang?" Blake said sheepishly.

"Let's get this over with." Yang sighed.

* * *

><p>While the students were distracted with their fight Qrow had slipped away to join Taiyang. The pair looked on from a concealed position atop a nearby hill. As they kids had fought through the Creeps and Beowolves, Taiyang displayed increasing discomfort. As the Ursai arrived he was near a panic.<p>

"Majors, they can't." Taiyang protested. "It's time to end this."

"Give them a chance." Qrow said. He grabbed Taiyang's arm to make sure he did not rush off to help. "They can handle it."

"I can't handle it!" Taiyang shouted. "This is insane!"

"Trust me." Qrow implored. "They've got this."

* * *

><p>Pyrrha wanted space. The last thing she needed was to be fighting two Majors at the same time. She leveled her rifle and took a few shots at the Ursa closest to her. They did not seem to do any real damage but they sure made the creature mad. It roared and charged after her. She led it to the right, away from the others. Once she felt it was far enough she turned to face it. The Major was closer than expected. She lifted her shield just in time for the beast to barrel into it. Pyrrha was lifted off the ground and sailed through the air. She adjusted midair before planting her feet against a tree. She pushed off and rocketed back toward the Grimm. Flying spear first she slammed into the Ursa, sinking her blade into its chest. It was less than impressed. With a swipe of its claw she was sent tumbling across the ground.<p>

* * *

><p>Ren got the attention of the Ursa on the opposite end from Pyrrha's. Nora dashed off ahead of him as he led it into the forest to their left. There was a clearing nearby where they could fight it without interference. Ren ducked through the foliage with the Major in hot pursuit. The Grimm snapped trees like toothpicks as it raced after its target. Ren burst into the clearing. Nora was already there, standing in the middle. As Ren raced past her Nora leveled her grenade launcher. She fired a rapid series of shots at the onrushing beast. The grenades exploded in quick succession, obscuring the view with smoke. Unfazed, the Ursa burst out of the cloud and lowered its shoulder, slamming into Nora and sending her rolling across the field. Ren had circled around and attacked the Grimm from the side. He leapt onto its back and repeatedly stabbed it in the back of the neck. He moved this way and that as it struggled to reach him. Eventually the Grimm got its man. It grasped Ren in its claw slammed him straight into the ground.<p>

* * *

><p>Weiss used her glyphs to create walls of ice that sent one of the Ursai in her and Ruby's direction. Once it was sufficiently separated from the others, Weiss laid down a patch of ice on the ground. The Major slipped and slid toward the waiting pair. Ruby coiled up, fired Crescent Rose and spun around, lashing at the out-of-control Grimm with her blade. Her scythe hooked the Ursa's side and failed to penetrate the armor. The Major was still in motion, and dragged Ruby with it. A backhand slap from its paw knocked her away. Weiss skated in on her glyphs, lancing fire at the beast as she approached. Once close she encased its feet in ice and slid around behind the creature to stab at its back. After a few stabs the monster roared, wrenched free of the ice and spun to face her. Weiss tried to back away but the Ursa was too quick and sent her flying with a swipe of its claw.<p>

* * *

><p>Yang charged straight at the final Major as soon as it cleared the trees. Blake waited behind her, firing Gambol Shroud at it as a distraction. Yang reached the Ursa, ducked under its initial attack, and hit it in the jaw with an Ember Celica boosted uppercut from Phoenix Wing. The beast staggered back as Yang's momentum carried her into the air. She kept firing, all the way up and back down. The Major lost track of Yang's flight but caught site of Blake. It charged at her. She backflipped out of the way, leaving shadows behind for the Ursa to hit instead. Blake stopped her retreat and launched herself at the monster. She slashed at its calves as she dove between its legs. It quickly spun around and slammed its colossal fist down atop her. Yang charged in now but the Grimm saw her coming. With an almost casual swipe it sent her sailing through the air. Yang crashed through a window and into the house.<p>

* * *

><p>"That's it, I'm ending this." Taiyang declared. "It's too much for them." He pulled away from Qrow but his grip was firm.<p>

"I'm sorry Tai, I really am." Qrow said. He twisted Taiyang's arm around his back, swept his legs and drove him face first to the ground. Qrow kept the arm locked up as he followed Taiyang down, pinning him to the ground. "I can't let you interfere."

"Let me go!" Taiyang demanded. "They're going to die! I'll kill you! I'll kill you!"

* * *

><p>Pyrrha rolled to her feet. The Ursa was already charging at her. She dove aside and it slid past, unable to match her dodge. The threw her spear and it sunk into the Major's back. With a roar it turned around and swiped at her. She deflected the attack with her shield then used her semblance to pull the spear deeper into beast. It flailed wildly at her but she kept her shield up and slowly retreated. All the while the spear dug deeper. Finally it poked through the Ursa's front, the resistance dropped and it shot out and into Pyrrha's hand. The Grimm roared and staggered forward, its attacks weaker and less coordinated. It made one final lunge. Pyrrha stepped back and let the creature fall at her feet. She lifted her blade and plunged it into the monster's neck. With a twist, she severed its head.<p>

* * *

><p>The Major lifted its foot to stomp on Ren. Nora arrived just in time to hit it with a hammer to the stomach. The Ursa tumbled back to the ground. Nora leapt up and brought her hammer crashing down on the Ursa's chest, but its armor held. It rolled and swiped at her, launching her across the clearing. Ren was back up. He dashed in and stabbed the Grimm in the knee, dragging his blade around the joint until it collapsed. It slashed at him and he leapt back out of its reach. Nora came flying in and slammed Magnhild down on the Ursa's head. It groaned and writhed. Nora stood beside it, lifted her hammer over her head, and crushed the Major's head flat.<p>

* * *

><p>Propelled by a backwards shot from Crescent Rose, Ruby flew at the Ursa. She slid under its attack and went between its legs, hooking one with her scythe as she passed. The Major slammed down on its face. Ruby immediately turned and repeatedly slashed at its injured leg until it was fully severed. Meanwhile Weiss encased the beast's arms in ice, pinning it in place. Ruby went to work on the other leg and severed it as well while the monster roared in pain. Weiss walked up to the Ursa's head. It snapped at her with its jaws but she stood just beyond its reach. She flipped Myrtenaster around, held it over her head, then plunged the blade into the Major's skull.<p>

* * *

><p>With Yang out of the picture the Ursa attacked Blake. She had been too slow to get up and the Grimm slammed her back down. It repeatedly pounded on her with its claws as she desperately struggled to block. With a pair of shotgun blasts the Major staggered forward. It turned around and Blake took the opportunity to escape. Yang emerged from the window, her eyes red and her hair engulfed in flames. She ran straight at the Ursa. It swiped at her and she deflected the blow with Phoenix Wing before punching the beast straight in the chest. A flurry of Ember Celica boosted punches to its head, neck and chest kept the monster reeling. As it wobbled Yang cocked her prosthetic arm for one final punch. She uncorked the strike and hit the Ursa in the center of the chest, blasting a hole all the way through it. It stood for a moment before falling down onto its back.<p>

"Takin' out the trash." Yang boasted. She dusted herself off and looked back at the house as the fire in her hair faded and her eyes returned to their normal violet. Ruby and Weiss were just arriving from that general direction. "Dad's not going to be happy about the window."

"Look out!" Ruby warned.

Yang spun around. The Ursa was not as dead as originally assumed. It was too late to block as its claw headed straight for her. In a flash of black and white Blake smacked into Yang's side, pushing her out of the way. Blake took the hit instead and was sent flying. She slammed hard into the side of the house before dropping to the ground in a crumpled heap. "You bastard!" Yang screamed, her hair once more aflame and her eyes blazing red. The Major swiped at her but she effortlessly caught the strike on Phoenix Wing. She crouched and launched into a leaping uppercut that caught the Ursa in the chin and separated its head from its shoulders. Yang leapt atop the headless corpse and kept pounding until it finally began to evaporate.

"Blake!" Weiss cried as she and Ruby rushed to the downed fighter's side. "Are you alright?"

Ren, Nora and Pyrrha returned at about the same time. "Oh no…" Pyrrha gasped.

Weiss knelt at Blake's side. With Ruby's help she laid her out flat, resting Blake's head on Weiss' lap. "Speak to me." Weiss pleaded. Blake was bleeding from her nose and, as evidenced by the growing stain on Weiss' skirt, from the back of her head. The area around her left eye was beginning to swell up. "Blake...please."

* * *

><p>"Damnit!" Qrow shouted. He released Taiyang and rushed off. Taiyang got up and followed.<p>

"I told you!" Taiyang screamed.

"Shut up!" Qrow shot back. He unfolded his scythe and chopped down a tree that fell in Taiyang's path. There was not enough time to avoid it and Taiyang tripped over it, rolling across the ground until he slid to a stop.

Taiyang realized what Qrow was doing. If he and Taiyang arrived at the same time, the charade would be revealed. Qrow was still playing his damn games. He was still abusing the kids' trust. "I'll kill you!" Taiyang yelled.

* * *

><p>Blake groaned and opened her right eye. Her left was swollen shut. She coughed violently, choking on blood from her nose. Weiss helped her sit up straighter. "Are...are you okay?" Weiss stammered.<p>

"My head hurts." Blake complained. She coughed again. "My chest too."

"Blake, I'm so sorry." Yang sobbed. "This is my fault. I wasn't paying attention and I..."

"I'll be fine." Blake assured her. "Don't worry about it. It happens."

"And I'm sorry about the way I've been treating you." Yang continued. "I knew you had to have your reasons for what you did but I wasn't willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. I should never have said that I didn't trust you or that we weren't friends. I was just being angry and stubborn and an idiot."

"You were just being human." Pyrrha said. "You were hurt. You lashed out. It happens."

"But it shouldn't happen." Yang said. "Not with my best friend."

"And I shouldn't have run but I did." Blake countered. "I've already forgiven you. I just want you to forgive me."

"Of course I forgive you." Yang said.

"Then I'm happy." Blake said. Her eye closed and she fell limp.

"Blake?" Weiss gasped.

Ren pushed the others away and reached for Blake's neck. He held his fingers against if for a few seconds. "She's just unconscious." He reported, much to everyone's relief. "Her pulse is strong and stable but we should probably do something about that head wound."

Qrow arrived. "Okay everybody, back up." He said as he pushed his way toward Blake and knelt beside her. Ren repeated his findings. "Well that's a relief. Yang and Weiss, carry her to her bed. Ruby, get out the first aid kit. I'll have her patched up in no time." He stood. "I'm really sorry you kids had to do that but you did an excellent job. You should all be very proud."

"Aren't you hurt?" Pyrrha asked. She pointed to the blood stain on Qrow's side.

"It's annoying but I'm alright." Qrow lied. He had not really been hurt in the first place. "It'll hurt plenty when the adrenaline dies down but it's nothing to worry about."

Weiss and Yang carried Blake into the house and Ruby followed. "Is there anything we can do to help?" Nora asked.

"Actually there is." Qrow said. "Make a sweep of the forest to make sure there are no stragglers. We don't need any surprises." The trio headed off. Qrow knew for a fact they would find nothing. He had carefully culled the Grimm and led them over terrain that he knew would separate them into groups. It had all been perfectly choreographed. Moments later Taiyang came walking out of the forest. He looked ready to kill Qrow and he probably was. Qrow could not blame him. "She's fine." Qrow said. "Just a little bump to the head."

"You're no better than Ozpin." Taiyang growled. "Next you'll start talking about acceptable losses and sacrificing the few to save the many."

"That's our mission, to save humanity." Qrow said. "As much as it pains me, not everyone can be saved."

"Save them." Taiyang demanded. "They're still kids. Let the adults handle it."

"Whether you like it or not they're not kids anymore." Qrow countered. "Not since what happened at Beacon. The things they've seen, what they've been through, they're all grown up. They're Huntresses now and there's not a thing you or I can do to change that. I'm going to do everything I can to make sure they survive. I want them to live long, happy lives. The problem is, without their help, no one on Remnant will have a long, happy life."

"I should kill you where you stand." Taiyang seethed.

"You can try." Qrow challenged. "Just know that the forces arrayed against us are fearsome enough without adding you to their number. If you decide to oppose me, I won't let you."

"Is that a threat?" Taiyang said.

"Yes." Qrow replied. "I've dedicated my life to protecting this world. We may be friends but I won't let you stand in the way."

"We're not friends, not anymore." Taiyang said.

"I wonder what Summer would do if she heard you say that." Qrow said.

Taiyang punched Qrow in the jaw. "Don't you dare use her name." Taiyang warned.

"I probably deserved that." Qrow admitted, rubbing his jaw. "I've got to stitch Blake up now, so if you'll excuse me."

"This still isn't over." Taiyang said.

Qrow laughed. "It's only the beginning."

* * *

><p>Once Blake was patched up and conscious again it was time to debrief. Each fighter reported to Qrow what had happened throughout the battle from their own points of view. Qrow may have already known what happened, but hearing it from the participants was important. What they described and how they described it was a window into their psyches. Qrow was encouraged. Not only were the reports detailed and accurate, the students were displaying a confidence he had not seen since they had arrived.<p>

"Very good." Qrow said as he wrapped up the debriefing. "I'm proud of all of you. I think we learned a few important lessons too. Yang?"

"Never let your guard down." Yang sighed.

"Good." Qrow said. "Blake?"

"Don't take a hit for Yang unless it's absolutely necessary." Blake said. "With her semblance getting beat up is basically her job."

"Excellent." Qrow said. "Alright, I think that's been enough excitement for one day. You should all get some rest. No training tomorrow either. As for me, I fear I'm beginning to sober up and I must correct this at once."

* * *

><p>"How are you feeling?" Weiss asked.<p>

"I'm hurting all over, but I'll be alright." Blake replied. "I've had worse."

"Why did you do that?" Weiss asked. "You know Yang can take a hit better than any of us."

"She's suffered enough because of me." Blake answered. "I figured it was time for me to suffer for her."

"That's a really messed up way of looking at it." Weiss said. "I really hope that's the concussion talking."

"I'm going to be fine and we're all friends again." Blake said. "It worked out. You should stop worrying about it."

"I'm worried about you." Weiss said. "You can't go being self-sacrificial. You're not built to take hits like that. I...don't want to lose you."

"I'm sorry it worries you, but I won't stop defending my friends." Blake declared. "I'm done running."

"Tactical retreats are okay." Weiss pointed out. "I know you want to protect the people you care about, but be smart about it. It won't do anyone any good if you get yourself killed."

"Sometimes I wonder…" Blake sighed.

"I won't have you talking like that." Weiss said. "You're not thinking straight right now. Get some rest. I'm sure you head will be clearer in the morning." Weiss got up to leave the room.

"Where are you going?" Blake asked.

"I'm going to record a message for my sister." Weiss replied. She thought for a moment. "Do you think I should tell her about us?"

"I don't know her that well." Blake answered. "Will she have a stroke if she finds out you're in a relationship with a Faunus?"

"My father would." Weiss laughed. "I don't know about Winter though. I'll think about it."

* * *

><p>"Is everything alright?" Pyrrha asked.<p>

"Yeah, it's fine." Yang replied. "I just feel bad about Blake. Maybe if I hadn't said those awful things to her she wouldn't have gotten herself hurt."

"I don't think that's the case." Pyrrha countered. "I think she still blames herself for your arm."

"But I don't blame her." Yang said. "That was my stupid anger. Letting my emotions get away from me is what got her hurt today too. I feel like I need to change."

"Yang, I don't want you to change." Pyrrha said. "You're amazing."

"I'm not talking about becoming a different person." Yang explained. "I just need to make some adjustments. I need to be calmer. I need to be more careful with the things I do and say. That doesn't mean I can't still have fun and be spontaneous, I just need to be more aware."

"Those are admirable goals." Pyrrha said.

"I'm not sure I can reach them." Yang admitted.

"I know you can." Pyrrha encouraged. "Just recognizing that there's a problem is a huge step. You're strong and smart enough to do it and I'll be here to help you in any way I can."

* * *

><p>"You were so cool today!" Nora exclaimed. "All those sweet ninja moves…" Nora imitated some of Ren's attacks while making possibly offensive kung-fu sounds.<p>

"You did a really good job too." Ren said.

"Didn't I?" Nora said. "Magnhild really crushed it today! Literally!" She laughed manically. "Those Grimm didn't stand a chance!"

"I'm really happy to see you happy." Ren said.

"I'm always happy." Nora said.

"No, I mean really happy." Ren said. "I know that it's been tough for both of us, but for a while you lost that...I don't know...spark. I'm really glad to see it's back."

"I don't really know what you're talking about." Nora lied. Playing the always happy, always manic, excitable girl was a big part of her coping mechanism. "But if you're happy than so am I!"

* * *

><p>"Hey Uncle Qrow!" Ruby said. She jumped over the back of the couch to sit down beside him.<p>

"What's up kiddo?" Qrow asked. He took a long sip from his flask.

"Uh...I think dad's mad at you." Ruby said. "He keeps looking at you like he's imagining how he's going to kill you."

"I know he's mad at me." Qrow confirmed. "And that's probably exactly what he's thinking about."

"Why?" Ruby asked.

"It's complicated." Qrow sighed. "He's still angry about what happened at Beacon, with Yang's arm and your new powers."

"But that wasn't your fault." Ruby said.

"Maybe it was and maybe it wasn't." Qrow said. "It really doesn't matter. He also doesn't want me training all you guys. He wants you all to go home and give up the whole Huntress thing."

"But none of us want to do that." Ruby protested. "It's my dream to be a Huntress."

"I know kiddo." Qrow said. "He knows it too. He just wants you to be safe. He's afraid."

"I guess he's not happy about the Grimm attack today either." Ruby said.

"Yeah, that's got him pretty hot." Qrow agreed.

"You fought until you couldn't anymore." Ruby said. "I don't know what else you could have done."

"I probably had a little fight left in me." Qrow said, a major understatement. "The truth is he blames me for the Grimm even being here." Ruby gave a confused look. "Grimm are attracted to negative thoughts. I brought four kids full of them here."

"I thought Ren, Nora, Weiss and Blake seemed pretty happy." Ruby said.

"They put on a good front." Qrow sighed. "You do too. What happened at Beacon is still hurting all of you."

"I guess so." Ruby admitted. "I try not to think about it too much."

"I hope your success here today helps." Qrow said. "You guys did a fantastic job. I really believe you could be the protectors this world needs. You just need some more time."

"I definitely feel a lot more confident." Ruby said. "After Beacon I felt like I was too weak to do any good. Now I can see that I have a lot to learn but I can still help."

"Good." Qrow said. "I hope the others feel the same way."

"How are you?" Ruby asked. "You were bleeding a lot."

"Oh, I'm alright." Qrow said. "A little bleeding never killed anybody. Well, except all those people who bled to death. Forget I said anything. I'm fine."


	4. Sorrow

Chapter 4

"Qrow recovered my old shield right?" Pyrrha asked. Ruby nodded in confirmation. "Did he also get...Jaune's weapon?"

"Yeah, he put it in the shed with his tools and old scythes." Ruby replied while still chewing on a spoonful of cereal. "I can get it out for you if you want."

"I'd like that." Pyrrha said. She went back to slowly eating her breakfast. She obviously had something on her mind but Ruby and Yang were unwilling to ask her.

Nora walked into the kitchen with a bounce in her step, humming to herself. She poured herself a bowl of cereal and joined the others in the dining room. "Good morning!" She exclaimed.

"Good morning Nora." Yang said. "Where's Ren?"

"Oh, he's been really tired lately." Nora explained. "Like, even more tired than usual. I figured I'd let him sleep since we're not training today."

In truth Ren was tired because of Nora. She had terrible nightmares. Sometimes she would wake up in a panic, terrified and crying. Ren would hug her and do what he could to soothe her until she would fall asleep again. On some occasions Nora would just wake up to find Ren whispering that everything was going to be alright, gently stroking her head. He explained that she cried and screamed in her sleep. Nora knew the lack of sleep took its toll on Ren and she felt bad about it, but there was nothing she could do. She offered to sleep in a room by herself but Ren wanted to be there when she needed him.

"I heard you crying last night." Pyrrha said. "Is everything alright?"

Nora did not want to give a straight answer but saw no way around it. "I've been having the nightmares again." Nora admitted. She frowned. It had been a problem when Ren and Nora first arrived at Beacon, but as they settled in and got used to their new home and their new friends, the nightmares had stopped. Nora would still have one every so often, but they had been few and far between. "Ever since...what happened, whenever I close my eyes I just…" She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Suddenly she was her usual cheery self. "There's no point in dwelling on it. It's not a big deal. I'll be fine."

"Are you sure you don't want to talk about it?" Ruby asked.

"There's nothing to talk about really." Nora shrugged. "Pyrrha already knows the story." In the early days at Beacon Jaune and Pyrrha had naturally been curious as to why Nora would wake up screaming. She had described her nightmares in fine detail. They were the kind of horrors that could only be born of the mind of a child who had seen everyone she loved violently killed before her eyes.

Weiss stumbled into the kitchen. She was not a morning person and it showed. She put some bread in the toaster and started searching the refrigerator for something. "What are you looking for?" Yang asked.

Weiss jumped and spun around to face the dining room. She had not even noticed the others were there. "Blake wanted a tuna sandwich for breakfast." Weiss replied. "Do you have any? Maybe some other kind of fish? I'm sure she won't be picky."

"I think so, let me take a look." Yang said. She got up from the table and walked to the refrigerator. "How's Blake doing?"

"She's in some pain but it's not too bad." Weiss answered. "I'm sure she'll be fine in a day or two."

"I'm really sorry." Yang said. She located the tuna and handed it to Weiss. "It's my fault she got hurt."

"Don't blame yourself." Weiss said. She went about preparing Blake's sandwich. "Blake's been pretty depressed. I think a part of her wanted to get hurt. It's like she was looking for a hit to take."

"I still feel like that's my fault." Yang sighed.

"I'd say it's Adam's fault." Weiss suggested. "Blake was telling me about the things he said to her. It's just awful."

"I can't imagine." Yang said.

"At least she seems to be on the upswing." Weiss said. "After yesterday, winning that fight, making up with you, she seemed happier than before, even with her injuries."

"That's good at least." Yang said. "If you two need anything don't hesitate to ask."

There was a loud thud followed by the sound of crashing plates. "Oops." Nora said in the other room. Apparently she had gotten over excited about something and flipped the table.

"I should probably help clean that up." Yang sighed. "Enjoy your breakfast."

* * *

><p>Pyrrha zipped up the backpack she had borrowed from Ruby and slung it over her shoulder. She headed for the door, hoping no one would notice. She opened it and was just about to step outside. "Where are you going?" Yang asked.<p>

"I'll be right back." Pyrrha said.

"That didn't answer the question." Yang said.

"There's something I have to do, alone." Pyrrha said. "Don't worry about it."

"I'm worried about you." Yang said. She walked over and grabbed the backpack to feel what was inside. She frowned. "I understand. Are you sure you don't want the others to go too? They'll want to…"

"Maybe another time." Pyrrha cut her off. "Right now it has to be just me. And don't tell them."

"If you insist." Yang sighed. "Be back soon and...don't do anything stupid, okay?"

"I'll be back in a few hours." Pyrrha said. "And I won't do anything you wouldn't do."

"That's not exactly comforting." Yang said.

"Fine, I won't do anything Yang 2.0 wouldn't do." Pyrrha laughed. "I'll see you soon."

* * *

><p>The forest path felt longer than the last time Pyrrha had walked it. Then she had been accompanied by Ruby and Yang and stories of their childhood had helped to pass the time. All Pyrrha had now were her own thoughts. It was just as well. She had not planned exactly what she was going to do when she got there. It was not an easy thing. It was new territory. She felt increasingly depressed as she neared her destination. There was something of a finality to it. It was closure in a way, but not closure she wanted.<p>

The path opened into a broad clearing. It was ringed on three sides by trees and a cliff fell steeply away on the fourth. Beside the cliff was a simple stone engraved with a rose and a few words. With Ruby and Yang, visiting Summer's grave had not been such a somber experience. Ruby seemed genuinely happy to have the opportunity to speak to her mother, though the conversation was obviously one sided. Pyrrha supposed they were remembering the good times. Those memories were a solace Pyrrha lacked.

Pyrrha knelt beside the stone and placed her hand upon it. "I'm sorry I could protect your daughters." She said. "In the end Ruby ended up saving me. I guess Yang saved me in a way as well. I know you'd be proud."

Pyrrha moved beside the monument and slipped the backpack off. She unzipped it and took out Jaune's weapon. The sword and shield were undamaged, as if there had never been a battle. They had been useless as the arrow pierced Jaune's throat. They were a reminder of Pyrrha's failure. She had comprehensively failed to protect anyone, least of all Jaune. She had not felt a romantic attachment to him for quite some time, not since she had started dating Yang, but he was still her team leader and a good friend. Now he was gone and two hunks of metal were all she had to remember him by.

Pyrrha jabbed the sword blade-first into the ground so it stood upright as a cross. Then she leaned the shield against it. Another memorial for the cliffside. "...and by my shoulder, protect thee." Pyrrha sighed. "I made that promise when we became a team. I couldn't keep it. I'm so sorry." She began to cry. "You could be frustrating and difficult, and there were times when I wished we'd never met. But none of that matters. Even if you didn't always get it right you tried to be the best friend you could for me. You always tried to do the right thing. That's all anyone can ask. Whether or not you knew it, you were a hero." She wiped away her tears but it was a losing battle and soon they were streaming down her face once again. "Maybe it would have been better if it was me instead of you."

"Don't be stupid." Qrow said.

Pyrrha spun around. Qrow was standing just a few steps away from her but somehow she had not heard him coming. "What are you saying?" Pyrrha asked.

"I'm saying that there's no way it would have been better if you'd died." Qrow replied.

"How can you say such a thing?!" Pyrrha gasped. "Have you no respect for the dead?!"

"I have respect for reality." Qrow said. "The fact is Jaune was weak. He had a good heart and it really is a shame that he's gone, but he was not up to the task. He was never going to be the one to save the world. You, on the other hand, you could be the one. The only thing that's going to stop you is you. I told you the day you woke up to stop blaming yourself. You apparently didn't get the message. If you don't stop it's going to consume you. You can still be the hero you always dreamed of being. You can still protect your friends. But not if you self-destruct."

"It's not that easy." Pyrrha protested. "I can't just change the way I feel."

"Of course it isn't easy." Qrow said. "I would never expect you to change overnight or even in the week you've had. But you have to at least try. Just burying it in the back of your mind won't help. You're never going to just forget about it. You've got to face it. You've got to accept it. And you've got to see the truth."

"What if I don't want to change the way I feel?" Pyrrha asked. "What if this guilt is a just punishment?"

"Punishment for what?" Qrow countered. "For trying to save the day? For being defeated by someone unimaginably powerful? For being alive? Give me a break." Qrow took a long sip from his flask. "Look, if you won't do it for you, do it for Yang, Ruby and the others. When you're hurting, they hurt right along with you. They don't want you to beat yourself up. They want you to be happy."

"I guess I could try...for them." Pyrrha sighed.

"That's all I can ask." Qrow said.

Pyrrha took a look back at the monument. "I guess I'm done here." She said.

"I wouldn't leave those out here." Qrow said.

"Why not?" Pyrrha asked.

"Jaune might need them." Qrow replied.

"How will he need them?" Pyrrha asked. "He's dead."

"That's the thing." Qrow said. "The more I think about it, the less sure I am."

"What are you talking about?" Pyrrha demanded. "How drunk are you?"

"Not nearly drunk enough." Qrow laughed. "You and Ruby both described what happened to Jaune. Arrow to the neck, then he bursts into glowing ash and evaporates."

"I don't need to be reminded." Pyrrha said.

"The thing is, Grimm evaporate when they die but humans don't." Qrow continued. "We found Amber's body. You could say Cinder incinerated him but that just doesn't add up. For one, even a maiden doesn't have enough power to instantly incinerate a human being. Second, her plan seems to be to spread chaos and fear. What better way than to display the mangled body of a Huntsman with a famous name? Jaune wasn't well known but his family certainly is. If Cinder was smart she would hang it where everyone can see it, not destroy it. Third, Ozpin's missing. All I found of him was his cane. Now his corpse would be a real prize. The wise, all-powerful Ozpin, dead. Imagine the terror. If she could kill him, she could kill anyone."

"Where are you going with all this?" Pyrrha asked.

"It makes me wonder if Cinder didn't have something else in mind." Qrow replied. "For Ozpin and Jaune too. Ruby told me she called Jaune 'an interesting specimen' before he evaporated. Maybe she intends to use them somehow. Perhaps she teleported them somewhere. I can only speculate. I'm not sure it's within her powers, but it could be."

"Her arrows…" Pyrrha mumbled.

"What was that?" Qrow said. "Speak up."

"The arrow that hit me in the foot, it broke on my shield before reforming on the other side to hit me." Pyrrha explained. "She seemed to summon her bow from thin air. Could it be connected to Jaune and Ozpin?"

"It could be." Qrow shrugged. "Unfortunately I can't tell you for sure."

"So there's some hope that Jaune and Ozpin are still alive?" Pyrrha asked.

"I think there is." Qrow answered. "And sometimes the tiniest sliver of hope can make all the difference."

"I need to tell the others." Pyrrha said.

"You shouldn't." Qrow suggested. "I only told you because you needed to hear it. For them it would just be one more distraction they can ill afford."

"I don't like keeping secrets." Pyrrha said.

"Neither do I." Qrow agreed. "Unfortunately there are times when it's necessary. This is one of those times."

"How much aren't you telling us?" Pyrrha probed.

"Not all that much honestly." Qrow shrugged. "It's not about the quantity of the secrets, it's about their importance. When the time comes I'll tell you all everything."

"How can I trust you?" Pyrrha asked. "How can any of us trust you?"

"That's a question only you can answer." Qrow replied. He kept talking as he started to walk away. "But you really don't have to trust me. I'm not going to give you orders. The seven of you are smart enough to decide your own path. My job is just to make sure you're ready for it."

Pyrrha wanted to ask so many questions but Qrow disappeared into the forest. She decided it was time to head back. She returned Jaune's weapon to the backpack and zipped it closed. "If you're out there I'll find you." She declared. Then she headed back down the winding trail that led to the Xiao-Long house. She was again alone with her thoughts but now they were not quite so bleak.

* * *

><p>The sun was just setting as Pyrrha arrived at the house. The door was unlocked - with so many guests it only made sense - so she slipped inside and tossed the backpack on the floor just beside it. Clanking metal confirmed its contents. "You're back." Yang said with a smile. She was sitting on the couch just across the room. "I thought you'd leave it out there."<p>

"I changed my mind." Pyrrha said. She wanted to tell Yang what Qrow had told her but decided to take Qrow's advice and keep it to herself.

"Feeling any better?" Yang asked.

"I was feeling alright before." Pyrrha replied. Yang shot her a skeptical look. "Okay, yes, I'm feeling better." She walked over and sat beside Yang.

"Yeah, there's something about that place." Yang mused. "As sad as it is Ruby and I always feel better for having gone."

"It's an exhausting walk though." Pyrrha said.

"You're not kidding." Yang laughed. "I know you want to, go ahead."

"Thanks." Pyrrha said. She swiveled her legs up onto the couch and lay across it with her head on Yang's lap. "How's Blake doing?"

"It seems like she's back to being the old Blake." Yang replied. "You know, from before Adam and my arm and everything. She was being all romantic with Weiss before. It's a shame you missed it because it's hilarious. Weiss has no idea how normal people act in that situation and Blake learned everything she knows from reading smut."

"They way you describe them, they're not too different from how we were." Pyrrha said. "Except I think you got your lines from crappy romance movies."

"You're not wrong." Yang admitted. "But it worked, didn't it?"

"It sure did." Pyrrha laughed.

* * *

><p>The following morning Winter was awakened by a knock on her room's door. "Winter, are you awake?" It was one of the servants.<p>

"What is it?" Winter asked.

"There is a package for you." The servant replied. "The courier insists on delivering it to you directly."

"I'll be right down." Winter said. She got dressed in a hurry, just enough to be presentable. Qrow had promised Weiss would be in touch and she hoped this was her sister's message. She made her way to the front door. The courier was standing just inside, holding a small package. It was the same courier as the last time.

"Here you are Ms. Schnee." The courier said. He handed over the package and departed as abruptly as he had the last time.

Winter took the package back to her room. Opening it, she found it contained another data disk. She slipped it into her computer and a video began playing automatically. It was indeed Weiss. "Hello Winter." Weiss said. "I'm sorry about the whole faking my death thing, that must have been hard on you."

"You have no idea." Winter whispered to herself.

"I just couldn't allow father to bring me home." Weiss said. "I hope you're doing alright, considering. I'm fine. I'm with my friends now. We've been training a lot. I don't know why exactly, except that I guess it's the only thing we can think of doing. Given everything that's happened, everyone seems surprisingly upbeat. Even Team JNPR seems to be handling the death of their leader well. I don't want you to worry, but we fought some Grimm today. There were a lot of them and they were strong, but we took care of it. It felt really good to win for a change. I came out without a scratch. Blake took a big hit but she's going to be fine." Weiss paused and a look of unease flashed across her face. "I guess I should tell you. How should I put this? Blake and I aren't exactly dating because we haven't had a chance for a real date but...I know. I have commenced a romantic relationship with my teammate Blake."

"Not exactly what I was expecting, but good for you." Winter whispered to herself. "With all the two of you went through together I can't say I'm surprised."

"The thing is…" Weiss continued. "...I'm not sure you're going to like this but...well...she's a Faunus." Winter nearly fell out of her chair. "I don't care what she is. All I care about is who she is. That's what's really important. Anyway, I guess I should wrap this up. I hope I can see you soon. I miss you."

Winter burst into laughter. Weiss dating a Faunus? Their father would have a fit if he found out. Winter had to wonder how much of the relationship was based on Weiss wanting to defy her father, but if the pair were happy, what did it matter? Winter was cautious with the Faunus. As a Schnee she had to be. The bad blood tended to flow both ways. That said, she had no problem with her sister dating one. If it made her happy, wonderful. All Winter wanted was for Weiss to be happy.

* * *

><p><strong>Author's Note: <strong>The reasoning behind why Jaune might not be dead can easily be reframed into the reasoning behind my belief that Pyrrha is not really dead in canon.


End file.
